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resulting	in	wasted	water	going	
into	manure	storage	devices.
Conclusion
Knowledge	of	the	daily	water	
needs	of	pigs,	and	the	patterns	
of	water	usage	within	the	day,	
allow	for	the	appropriate	sizing	
of	delivery	devices	and	prediction	
of	the	impact	of	pork	production	
on	available	water	supplies.	Daily	
charting	of	drinking	water	usage	
can	serve	as	a	predictor	of	the	
onset	of	swine	health	challenges	
such­	as	swine	influenza.	As	more	
sophisticated	methods	become	
available	to	record	water	usage,	
other	predictors	of	performance	
may	be	developed	depending	on	
the	patterns	detected.
1Michael	C.	Brumm	is	an	extension	
swine	specialist	and	professor	of	Animal	
Science	at	the	Northeast	Research	and	Ex-
tension	Center	at	Concord,	Neb.
Figure 6. Effect of season on 24-hour water usage pattern in a wean-finish facility in east-
ern Nebraska 4.5 months after weaning. Data courtesy Dicamusa.com.
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tor	of	a	performance	reduction	due	
to	h­eat	stress	in	grow-finish­	pigs.
In	addition	to	detecting	of	heat	
stress	and	potential	disease	out-
breaks,	automatic	logging	drink-
ing	water	usage	every	15	minutes	
has	allowed	for	the	detection	of	
water	leakage	from	drinkers	in	
nursery	and	grow-finish­	facilities.	
That	is,	if	drinking	water	usage	
is	being	logged	every	15	minutes,	
there	should	be	one	or	more	15-
minute	periods	each	day	(gener-
ally	midnight	to	2	a.m.)	when	there	
is	no	water	usage	logged.	If	water	
usage	is	logged	for	every	record-
ing	period,	it	is	likely	that	one	or	
more	drinking	devices	are	leaking,	
Producers’ Decisions
Allen Prosch1
Summary and Implications
The business decisions pork pro-
ducers make are extremely important.­ 
Decisions increase in importance at 
the same time they become harder to 
make.­ In business management stud-
ies, time has been devoted to learn 
how such decisions can be made.­ Less 
study has been expended on how 
producers currently make decisions.­ 
In the United States, family produc-
ers have traditionally made decisions 
with information they could gather 
independently.­ The ability to create 
decision making information is dif-
ficult. Producers need to remember th­e 
key success item — that of effective 
management led by sound decisions.­ 
The process of decision making in-
volves skills and abilities that can be 
learned.­ Attitudes towards risk and 
perceptions of agriculture have in-
fluenced producers to make decisions 
th­at do not reflect just th­e economics 
of the production sector.­ Also, off-farm 
employment and federal program pay-
ments have an effect on farm exits and 
on those exiting the pork enterprise, 
but who remain in farming.­ Changing 
the perceptions and attitudes of these 
producers may enable good producers 
to become more positive about their 
future in the industry.­
Introduction
The	business	decisions	pork	
producers	make	are	extremely	
important.	Decisions	increase	in	
importance,	at	the	same	time,	they	
become	harder	to	make.	Produc-
ers	face	a	number	of	challenges	
in	their	operations	that	are	not	
directly	related	to	their	ability	to	
produce	pork.
One	important	change	occur-
ring	in	agricultural	production	is	
the	change	in	business	strategies.	
In	business	management	studies,	
time	has	been	devoted	to	learn	
how	such	decisions	can	be	made.	
Fewer	studies	have	been	made	on	
how	producers	currently	make	
decisions.
In	the	U.S.,	family	producers	
have	traditionally	made	decisions	
with	information	they	could	gather	
independently.	Producers	would	
have	been	able	to	try	several	
approaches	to	production	in	the	
past,	but	now	the	capital	required,	
both	monetary	and	physical,	the	
risk	involved	and	the	margin	to	
be	gained,	do	not	allow	for	many	
errors.	However,	the	decision	
(Continued on next page)
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framework	is	becoming	more	com-
plex.	Producers	need	to	deal	with	
more	information	than	ever.	The	
ability	to	convert	an	overload	of	
data	into	decision	making	informa-
tion	is	difficult.	And,	th­e	business	
environment	is	less	tolerant	of	
errors.	Also,	there	is	additional	
uncertainty	risk	and	competition	
associated	with	changes	in	the	
agriculture	and	food	industries.	
These	increase	the	need	for	farm-
ers	to	make	informed	decisions	
and	have	a	plan	for	their	busi-
nesses.
Decisions Now Involve
More Pprocesses
Traditionally,	an	operation’s	
resources	were	primarily	labor,	
buildings	and	equipment.	Today,	
an	operation’s	resources	may	
include	intangible	assets	such	
as	marketing	systems,	decision-
making	processes,	coordinating	
systems,	and	established	patterns	
of	production.	These	systems	
often	have	high	volume	sales	and	
purchases,	professional	expertise,	
skilled	and	motivated	managers,	
alternate	access	to	equity	and	debt	
capital,	and	sophisticated	risk	
management	practices	that	add	to	
their	competitiveness.	Therefore,	
producers	of	all	sizes	are	asking	
if	they	are	large	enough.	But,	pro-
ducers	need	to	remember	the	key	
success	item	—	that	of	effective	
management	led	by	sound	deci-
sions.
Decisions Involve More Skills 
and Abilities
The	process	of	decision	mak-
ing	involves	skills	and	abilities	
that	can	be	learned.	However,	that	
management	ability,	especially	
on	smaller	operations,	does	not	
improve	without	outside	sup-
port.	When	managerial	ability	is	
fixed,	decisions	are	made	th­at	do	
not	reflect	th­e	true	economies	of	
the	operation.	Thus	the	size	of	an	
operation	appears	to	be	a	driv-
ing	factor	in	success,	but	not	for	
production	reasons	as	much	as	for	
management	reasons.
Producers’	decisions	can	be	in-
fluenced	by	factors	th­at	h­ave	little	
or	no	relationship	to	the	outcome	
of	the	decision.	Most	notable	is	the	
dramatic	reduction	in	the	num-
ber	of	pork	producers	who	have	
decided	to	exit	the	industry	in	the	
past	15	years.	Producers	leave	the	
industry	despite	having	operations	
that	are	cost	effective.	From	1989	
to	2002,	producers	with	a	125-sow	
farrow	to	finish­	operation,	with­	
average	production,	would	have	
had	four	years	out	of	14	in	which	
that	enterprise	would	not	have	
generated	all	of	an	average	family	
living.	While	the	amount	of	funds	
generated	by	the	swine	enterprise	
for	other	farm	expense	or	reinvest-
ment	went	down,	those	producers	
who	quit	did	so	despite	having	
successful	swine	enterprises.
Producers	exit	the	industry	
for	a	variety	of	reasons,	including	
production,	economic,	educational,	
environmental,	and	social	issues,	
many	of	which	are	intangible.	
Producers	who	quit	production	
from	1992	to	1996	were	surveyed	
in	1997.	Those	producers	surveyed	
gave	low	prices	as	the	number	one	
reason	for	leaving	the	industry.	
However,	82%	of	the	respondents	
said	they	did	not	know	their	cost	
of	production.	Of	the	18%	who	did	
know,	the	average	cost	was	$39.03.	
This	value	would	have	been	be-
low	the	average	Iowa	/	Southern	
Minnesota	market	prices	in	all	the	
years	included	in	the	survey.	How-
ever,	only	10%	of	these	producers	
had	operations	that	would	have	
125	sows.	They	reported	only	40%	
of	their	livelihood	was	provided	
by	the	swine	enterprise.	One-third	
of	the	producers	increased	another	
enterprise	to	use	their	time,	but	
45%	reported	working	fewer	hours	
on	th­e	farm.	Seventy-five	percent	
of	the	swine	facilities	used	by	these	
producers	were	reported	as	of	
types	that	by	1992	were	becoming	
obsolete.	And	73%	of	the	produc-
ers	indicated	they	planned	to	de-
stroy	the	facilities,	rather	than	use	
them	for	any	purpose.	While	low	
prices	may	have	been	the	stated	
cause	for	the	action	in	the	produc-
ers	mind,	the	economic	outcomes,	
contributory	income,	use	of	assets,	
and	use	of	time	do	seem	to	be	
highly	important.	Often	economic	
decisions	are	thought	to	be	driven	
by	maximizing	economic	return.	
That	does	not	appear	to	be	the	
driver	here.
In	a	survey	of	producer’s	
decision	making	conducted	in	
1992,	producers	indicated	that	
marketing	was	a	weak	point	in	
th­eir	operations.	Th­ey	identified	
help	with	marketing	as	a	critical	
need.	However,	among	numerous	
financial	resources	th­ey	migh­t	use,	
they	indicated	strongly	they	would	
not	hire	marketing	help.	In	other	
financial	areas	of	equal	importance	
and	need,	they	indicated	they	
would	or	do	hire	help.	It	appears	
that	producers	of	all	commodities	
are	concerned	with	low	prices,	but	
activities	to	help	improve	those	
prices	on	the	marketing	side	are	
not	well	accepted.
Decisions Are Influenced
by Attitudes
In	a	2002	report	on	producers’	
decisions	involving	off-farm	work,	
it	was	found	that	attitudes	about	
risk	influence	th­e	decision.	As	a	
result	of	risk	aversion,	a	producer	
was	likely	to	diversify	income	
through	off-farm	labor	endeavors.	
While	farmers	engaged	in	livestock	
production	were	more	likely	not	to	
seek	off-farm	work,	largely	due	to	
the	constant	on-site	labor	demand,	
the	1997	survey	showed	that	once	
having	quit	the	livestock	opera-
tion,	one-third	of	the	respondents	
increased	their	off-farm	work.	It	
was	also	found	that	the	greater	the	
scale	of	production,	the	less	likely	
the	farmer	would	work	off	farm.	
Smaller	pork	producers	who	felt	
prices	for	hogs	were	inadequate	
may	have	chosen	to	exit	the	indus-
try	and	take	the	option	of	off	farm	
employment	because	it	was	seen	
as	less	risky.
2006 Nebraska Swine Report — Page 15 © 2006, The Board of Regents of the University of Nebraska.  All rights reserved.
In	th­e	mid-1990s,	significant	
attention	was	given	to	forming	
networks	of	producers.	It	was	
thought	that	some	of	the	value	of	
larger	systems	could	be	captured	
by	independent	operations	work-
ing	together.	In	a	2002	report	iden-
tifying	independence	as	a	decision	
influencing	factor,	it	was	found	
that	even	though	the	alternative	
may	be	profitable	and	less	risky,	
not	accounting	for	the	value	of	in-
dependence	would	lead	to	under-
estimating	th­e	amount	of	profit	
necessary	to	attract	farmers	to	such	
arrangements.
In	a	2001	study	of	attitudes	
about	profit	and	loss	among	an-
other	group	of	producers	in	an	
alternate	farm	enterprise,	it	was	
found	that	people	tend	to	be	about	
twice	as	upset	about	a	loss	as	they	
would	be	happy	about	a	gain	of	
the	same	size.	Looking	back	at	low	
prices	as	the	number	one	reason	to	
exit	the	pork	industry,	this	would	
support	pork	producers	feeling	
much	more	discouraged	by	a	few	
years	of	loss,	despite	numerous	
years	of	profit.	Also	contributing	
to	this,	in	poor	years	the	loss	is	
often	significantly	larger	th­an	th­e	
yearly	profit	for	better	years.	Th­e	
dramatic	difference	has	a	greater	
impact	on	the	attitude	of	produc-
ers	than	the	actual	economic	real-
ity.	Producers	also	are	affected	by	
their	attitude	toward	marketing	
tools	used	to	improve	prices.	The	
combination	of	perceptions	along	
with	the	attitude	towards	risk,	af-
fect	the	decision	to	participate	in	
an	enterprise.
A	2005	survey	of	producers	
involving	th­e	influence	of	weath­er	
and	climate	information	showed	
the	greatest	improvement	in	use	
and	influence	of	weath­er	and	
climate	forecasts	will	come	from	
changing	the	individual’s	attitude.	
Again,	an	individual’s	perceptions	
of	and	attitudes	about	the	informa-
tion	outweighed	the	application	of	
useful	information.
Final Thoughts
Producer	decisions	in	the	
pork	industry	at	the	production	
level	have	been	driven	by	factors	
other	than	economic	return.	As	the	
industry	h­as	ch­anged,	diversified	
pork	producers	have	responded	to	
that	change	similar	to	other	groups	
of	farmer	producers.
Attitudes	towards	risk	and	
perceptions	about	the	pork	in-
dustry	h­ave	influenced	producers	
to	make	decisions	that	do	not	
reflect	just	th­e	economics	of	th­e	
production	sector.	Also,	off-farm	
employment	and	federal	program	
payments	have	an	effect	on	farm	
exits	and	on	those	exiting	the	pork	
enterprise	but	remaining	on	the	
farm.	These	effects	still	exist.	In	a	
recent	survey,	44%	of	producers	
still	“feel”	their	future	in	the	in-
dustry	is	severely	threatened.
It	is	clear	that	many	producers	
who	are	capable	of	competing	in	
pork	production	feel	threatened	by	
change.	Changing	the	perceptions	
and	attitudes	of	these	producers	
is	a	difficult	task;	h­owever,	doing	
so	may	enable	good	producers	to	
become	more	positive	about	their	
future	in	the	industry.
1Allen	Prosch	is	the	Pork	Central	coor-
dinator	at	the	University	of	Nebraska–Lin-
coln.	References	are	available	from	the	
author	by	request.
Odor Footprint Tool Progress:
Regional Output Resources
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Summary and Implications
This article highlights practical 
applications for resources being devel-
oped using the Odor Footprint Tool 
and the effects of differing regional 
weather patterns on needed setbacks 
by describing resources created for 
the regions surrounding Norfolk and 
Lincoln, Neb.­ The Odor Footprint 
Tool is being developed to help people 
assess the odor impact of new and 
expanded animal production facilities 
on the surrounding areas and use sci-
ence-based information to establish 
minimum setback distances.­ Progress 
continues to be made toward develop-
ment of a system that can be used in 
th­e field to develop site-specific odor 
footprints.­ As an intermediate step 
in this process, regional sets of Odor 
Footprint Tool resources are being 
developed for more general use.­ Odor 
roses, directional setback distance 
curves, and odor footprints are being 
produced for six regions in Nebraska.­ 
Odor roses provide a descriptive 
picture of the directionality of odor 
annoyance within a region, indepen-
dent of the type or size of livestock 
facility involved.­ Odor roses are 
well suited for general planning and 
educational purposes where mainly 
the directional fate of odor emis-
sions is desired.­ Directional setback 
distance curves facilitate determin-
ing minimum setback distances in 
four 90-degree sectors around a site, 
based upon the total odor emission 
rate of the site.­ The total emission 
rate depends on the size and type of 
livestock housing and/or manure stor-
age facilities involved, and whether 
any odor control technologies are 
(Continued on next page)
